Presidential Voting Since 1932: Four Different Eras
From the eve of the Civil War until the start of the Great Depression, Republicans dominated presidential voting as the Democrats elected only two presidents, Grover Cleveland and Woodrow Wilson. But since then, there have been four different eras of presidential elections. One was strongly Democratic, another strongly Republican. The other two have been transitional in nature with neither party dominant. That includes the present era where the nation has been divided geographically into two nearly equal parts -a Republican 'L' comprised of the South, Plains states and Mountain West (plus Alaska), and a Democratic bicoastal-industrial heartland that comprises the rest of the country. The results below are based on official presidential election returns published in America Votes 25 (CQ Press). The Era of the 'L' B efore there was Red and Blue America, there was the Republican 'L.' And after the former begins to recede into history -which could be as soon as the night of Nov. 2 -the latter is still likely to remain as a way to define the nation's political landscape.
Electoral Eras
For while Red and Blue America is the outgrowth of one particularly close presidential election, it is by nature a transitory concept since no presidential election map has ever exactly replicated the previous one. A more meaningful way to look at the national political map -at least as viewed from this corner -is in terms of two distinct and nearly equal geographically defined sectors.
One is a Republican-oriented L-shaped sector that includes the South, the Plains states and the states of the Mountain West (plus Alaska). The other is a Democratic-oriented bicoastal-industrial heartland sector that includes the Northeast, the industrial Midwest, then skips westward across the 'L' to encompass the Pacific Coast states plus Hawaii.
The 'L' is more rural and geographically expansive, although it does include the heart of the fastgrowing Sun Belt. The 'L' takes in 26 states with 232 electoral votes (up nine from 2000). The non-L is more urban. It encompasses 24 states and the District of Columbia with 306 electoral votes (down nine from 2000).
Taken together in the last presidential election, they created a "tale of two nations." The 'L' was overwhelmingly Republican. The rest of the country was decisively Democratic.
George W. Bush's presidential victory was built almost entirely within the 'L,' where he swept all but one state (New Mexico) and trampled Democrat Al Gore in the electoral vote, 218-to-5. Bush won the South, the Plains states and the Mountain West by a margin of 5.3 million in the popular vote.
Outside the 'L,' Gore carried 19 of the 24 states, and posted a 261-to-53 advantage in the electoral vote, not including the vote of a "faithless" Democratic elector from the District of Columbia who cast a blank ballot. Gore won the Northeast, the industrial Midwest and the Pacific West by more than 5.8 million votes.
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The Rhodes Cook Letter • October 2004 For the past decade, the Republican 'L' has been the cornerstone of the GOP's presidential and congressional dominance. The 'L' is comprised of the South, the Plains states and the Mountain West (plus Alaska). The rest of the country -the Northeast, the industrial Midwest and the Pacific Coast -has voted Democratic of late, but not by enough to offset the Republican advantage within the 'L.' A "G" indicates Ralph Nader's Green Party affiliation in 2000. The popular vote percentages below do not add to 100 because only the votes of the top three presidential candidates in 2000 are included. The Democratic electoral vote total from the Northeast does not include one Democratic elector in the District of Columbia who cast a blank ballot rather than support Al Gore. 
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The Era of the 'L': Applies to Both Ends of Pennsylvania Avenue
The Republican 'L' is not only the cornerstone of the GOP's 2000 Electoral College victory, but the party's current congressional majorities as well. Republicans hold nearly two-thirds of the Senate and House seats from states within the 'L,' but barely one-third of the Senate seats and 45% of the House seats from states outside the 'L.' The totals outside the 'L' include one independent senator and one independent House member, both from Vermont, plus one electoral vote that was not cast in the District of Columbia.
GOP Share Inside the 'L'
Dem. Share Outside the 'L'
The partisan division between the two sectors has not been limited to the presidential level. It extends to Capitol Hill as well. Republicans currently hold 48 more House seats within the 'L' than the Democrats (114 to 66), giving the GOP credit for the vacancies created by the recent resignations of new CIA director Porter Goss of Florida and Doug Bereuter of Nebraska. And Republicans hold 18 more Senate seats within the 'L' than the Democrats (35 to 17).
However, in the rest of the country, Democrats hold 24 more House seats than the Republicans (139 to 115, with one independent), and 15 more Senate seats (31 to 16, with one independent). Add the two sectors together and you get as close to a dead heat in presidential and congressional voting as American politics produces.
This alignment has been in the making in presidential elections for several decades. From 1968 through 1988, Republicans won the White House five of six times -scoring landslide victories with Richard Nixon in 1972 , Ronald Reagan in 1980 and 1984 , and George Bush in 1988 that totaled at least 40 states and 400 electoral votes each time. Republicans so dominated the 'L' during this period that they were free to roam at will for votes in the Democrats' domain. The thoroughness of GOP presidential victories in the 1970s and 1980s spawned talk of a Republican 'lock' on the Electoral College.
But in the 1990s, Democrat Bill Clinton reversed the equation, showing such strong appeal in the Democratic part of the map that he was free to make forays into the 'L,' ultimately making the Republican base look like a piece of Swiss cheese. 
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PACIFIC WEST Republicans are hopeful that the answer to that question is affirmative, and that the 2004 election might usher in the era of a new, even stronger Republican 'lock' -one that ensures the GOP dominance of both ends of Pennsylvania Avenue for years to come.
PLAINS STATES
But to do that, particularly at the presidential level, the GOP would have to regain two key parts of the original 'lock' -the suburbs of the industrial Frost Belt and vote-rich California, the source in 2004 of 55 electoral votes, 20% of the total needed to win the White House.
California voted Republican in every presidential election from 1968 through 1988, but has been in the Democratic column ever since. Since 1992, Democratic presidential candidates have not only carried the nation's most populous state, but by margins in excess of 1.2 million votes each time. To fully restore the 'lock,' Republicans would have to win California. But without a serious effort by President Bush in the Golden State this year, that is highly unlikely.
A more promising target for the Republicans, it would seem, are the suburbs of the industrial Frost Belt. They have been a pivotal battleground for the last generation, tipping big electoral vote prizes such as Illinois, Michigan, and New Jersey into the Republican column in the 1970s and 1980s and to the Democrats ever since. This time, the outcome in the suburbs may come down to whether there are more "soccer moms" or "security moms."
Whether the trio of presidential debates, and the lone vice presidential debate, will have a lasting effect on many voters is an open question. There is little doubt that John Kerry's strong performance in the first debate Sept. 30 raised his stock in a race that many Democrats feared he was in the process of losing.
But there will be nearly three weeks between the last Bush-Kerry debate Oct. 13 and the election, plenty of time for the race to be affected by events in Iraq and Afghanistan, possible terrorist attacks here or overseas, domestic economic news, and maybe even the fabled "October surprise" -an event, contrived or not, that changes the dynamic of the campaign by its sheer magnitude. By Nov. 2, the debates may seem like ancient history.
Who and what is on the ballot next month could also affect the outcome in a number of states. Where independent Ralph Nader ultimately makes the ballot could be critical, as is the case with controversial ballot measures such as gay marriage. And in Colorado, a proposal to dispense with the traditional winner-take-all distribution of the state's nine electoral votes in favor of proportional distribution of the electors would have immediate impact on the presidential election if it wins More than 10% of the ballots cast since the presidential election of 1992 have been for third party or independent candidates. More than 10% of the ballots cast since the presidential election of 1992 have been for third party or independent candidates. Ross Perot has received most of them -drawing 19% of the popular vote in 1992, 8% in 1996. But no third-party candidate has Ross Perot has received most of them -drawing 19% of the popular vote in 1992, 8% in 1996. But no third-party candidate has proved more controversial in recent years than Ralph Nader, who won more votes in Florida and New Hampshire in 2000 than proved more controversial in recent years than Ralph Nader, who won more votes in Florida and New Hampshire in 2000 than George W. Bush's margin of victory in either state. George W. Bush's margin of victory in either state.
Nader was the Green Party nominee in 1996 and 2000, and in both years he ran best in New England and the West. Most of the Nader was the Green Party nominee in 1996 and 2000, and in both years he ran best in New England and the West. Most of the states where he drew his highest vote percentages were won by the Democrats in spite of his strong showing, although in both states where he drew his highest vote percentages were won by the Democrats in spite of his strong showing, although in both elections Nader also established beachheads in several states in the Republican-oriented Mountain West. elections Nader also established beachheads in several states in the Republican-oriented Mountain West.
The lists below of Nader's top 10 states in 1996 and 2000 do not include the District of Columbia, where Nader received 2.6% of The lists below of Nader's top 10 states in 1996 and 2000 do not include the District of Columbia, where Nader received 2.6% of the vote in 1996 and 5.2% in 2000. The six states listed in the vote in 1996 and 5.2% in 2000. The six states listed in BOLD BOLD were in Nader's top 10 each year.
were in Nader's top 10 each year.
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States with Changes in Party Registration Since June 2004
Since the last compilation of state-by-state party registration totals in the June issue, the number of registered voters in the party registration states has grown by more than 2 million. To be sure, updated totals were available in only 20 of the 27 traditional party registration states (Rhode Island and Utah have been phasing in registration by party and are not included). But of the seven states where updated figures were unavailable, six are in the Democratic-oriented Northeast.
This latest survey shows the Democrats with the greatest gains since the June tally (nearly 800,000 registered voters), followed by "Others" (nearly 700,000), and Republicans (nearly 600,000). That reverses the trend noted in the first three and a half years of the George W. Bush presidency, when there was a steep falloff in the number of registered Democrats (more than 1.3 million), a small decline among Republicans (less than 200,000), and a substantial increase in the number of independents who anchor the category called Others. This latter category grew by more than 600,000 registered voters from the fall of 2000 to the spring of 2004.
In keeping with the theme of this issue, states are arranged according to whether they are inside or outside the Republican 'L.' A further update of the party registration numbers will be published in the next issue, scheduled to come out in late October. And not only the terrain changes, so does the cast of characters. Because they usually represent oneparty districts, incumbents seriously challenged in the primaries generally have an easy time in the general election. On the other hand, those who have the toughest contests in November generally have no problem at all winning their party's nomination. Just look at the 25 House members who were elected two years ago with less than 52% of the vote. None had a significant primary challenge this year.
Latest Total Previous
Neither playing field is particularly large. In recent years, there have rarely been more than four dozen House races drawing much attention in the fall. And in this year's primaries, only 10 House incumbents were held to less than 60% of the vote, with just two of them losing -Democrats Chris Bell and Ciro Rodriguez of Texas. They were the first Democratic casualties of what Texas Republicans hope will reach a half dozen or so in November -victims of the GOP's extreme makeover of the state's congressional district map.
Certainly, this year's House primaries did nothing to ruffle the pro-incumbent sentiment that has characterized congressional elections since Republicans won control of Capitol Hill in 1994. Yet a quiet congressional primary season can sometimes be followed by something quite volatile. Case in point: 1994. That year, only four House incumbents were beaten in the primaries. But Republicans scored a net gain of more than 50 seats that fall, giving the GOP control of the House of Representatives for the first time in 40 years.
While no one expects such a tsunami this year, no one can be sure where this fall's congressional elections are headed. The House races are something of a backwater, drawing little attention from the media as Democratic chances of a takeover have appeared to diminish as the election campaign draws to a close.
Yet while the congressional primaries are of dubious predictive value for the fall, they do offer clues about what may be roiling voters within each party, as well as pinpointing parts of the country where intra-party disgruntlement seems particularly high.
On the Republican side, where most of the competitive primary action occurred, there was the usual passel of conservative challenges this year to the ever dwindling band of Northeastern moderates. The most prominent challenge came in the Senate primary in Pennsylvania, where 24-year veteran Arlen Specter survived his closest primary since 1980 with just 51% of the vote. Meanwhile, Sherwood Boehlert of upstate New York, a 22-year House veteran, was held under 60% of the Republican primary vote for the second straight election.
Displaying its pragmatic side, the Bush White House helped both moderate Republicans repel their primary rivals. The president campaigned actively for Specter. White House strategist Karl Rove helped raise money for Boehlert.
The only other senator this year that was held to less than 60% in their primary was Republican Lisa Murkowski of Alaska. Her problems were due largely to one issue, nepotism. She has been a lightning rod for controversy since being appointed in late 2002 by her father, Gov. Frank Murkowski, to his vacated Senate seat.
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Losers and Close Calls in the 2004 Gubernatorial and Congressional Primaries
Two of the eight governors running for another term in 2004 were denied nomination by their party. But the recently completed primary season was quite easy for the vast majority of congressional incumbents seeking reelection. No senators and only two House members lost primaries in 2004. And the two representatives were both Texas Democrats who fell victim to the controversial GOP-inspired remap of congressional district lines in the Lone Star state.
Gubernatorial and congressional incumbents who were denied nomination this year are indicated below in BOLD. An "@" indicates that the incumbent was filling an unexpired term. A pound sign (#) indicates that the incumbent was elected in a special election and is in his first full term. An asterisk (*) indicates that the primary vote in 2002 is from a runoff election. Since the April primary in Pennsylvania, Republican Rep. Jim Greenwood has announced that he will take a job in private industry after the election and has been replaced on the GOP ticket.
Primary vote percentages are based on official returns for all contests below except for those in Arizona, New York and Pennsylvania, where the results are nearly complete but unofficial. Results for the House primaries in New York were provided by Don Rehill of the Associated Press. A series of Republican congressional primaries in the Mountain West this summer produced rumblings of a different sort. Four GOP incumbents survived highly competitive intra-party challenges in races where a variety of factors were at play.
Gubernatorial and Congressional incumbents who received less than 75% of their party's primary vote:
GOVERNORS
Barbara Cubin of Wyoming drew criticism for missing hundreds of House votes in the last four years. She claimed she had to take care of her seriously ill husband. Cubin was renominated with just 55% of the Republican primary vote.
In the Arizona 6th District outside Phoenix, Jeff Flake saw his party loyalty questioned -or more specifically his loyalty to President Bush. He has opposed the White House on issues ranging from the creation of the Department of Homeland Security to the No Child Left Behind education reform act. Flake portrayed himself as a 'green eyeshade' Republican dedicated to oppose bigger government and wasteful federal spending, whatever its source. He was renominated with 59% of the GOP primary vote.
In the other two highly competitive Republican primaries in the Mountain West, the 'hot button' issue of immigration was front and center. Both Chris Cannon in the Utah's 3rd District and Jim Kolbe in the southeast Arizona 8th District faced GOP challengers who argued that the incumbents favored "guest worker" status for foreign workers that was a thinly disguised amnesty program for illegal aliens. Both challengers also argued for stricter border controls. Cannon was renominated with 58% of the Republican primary vote, Kolbe with 57%.
But Kolbe's primary contest was also a duel in the desert over high profile social issues, of which the most incendiary this year has been gay marriage. Kolbe, the only openly gay Republican in Congress, has opposed Bush administration proposals to codify a ban on gay marriage. His GOP rival, state Rep. Randy Graf, supported a ban. Graf referred to himself as "the real Republican" in the race. Kolbe described himself as from "the Barry Goldwater strain of the Republican Party, the libertarian strain."
The issue of homosexuality also erupted across the country in the Florida Republican Senate primary. There, Mel Martinez, former secretary of Housing and Urban Development under President Bush, mounted a late advertising campaign that accused his major rival, former Rep. Bill McCollum, of supporting "the radical homosexual lobby." Martinez's hard-hitting finish, which also featured President Bush in campaign advertising, helped turn a close race into a victory of nearly 15 percentage points.
Meanwhile, Louisiana became the second state this year to vote on a ballot measure banning gay marriage. In early August, a similar measure was approved by Missouri voters with 71% of the vote. In mid-September, it passed in Louisiana with 78%. As in Missouri, opposition to the gay mar- riage ban was strongest in urban centers, with the "no" vote peaking at 45% in cosmopolitan New Orleans.
On the Democratic side, spirited ideological assaults on incumbents were rare in this year's congressional primaries. Instead, most of the competitive Democratic skirmishes were in the party's urban base. Several House members from Los Angeles to New York City drew significant challenges, as did Jim Moran in his suburban Northern Virginia district that abuts Washington, D.C. Moran's problems stemmed from a penchant for controversy, climaxed by a "he says, she says" spat with a former campaign consultant on whether the congressman uttered an anti-Semitic remark during a private strategy session in advance of the primary this spring.
In the closest Democratic House primary of 2004 -in New York City -the issue was generational. There, 68-year Major Owens, who announced before the September primary that his next term would be his last, drew two younger challengers who wanted to make the hand off this year. Between them, the challengers won a majority of the primary vote in the Brooklyn district. But since the vote was split between them, Owens was able to win renomination with 44% -the lowest percentage for a victorious senator or House member in any primary this year. But it was good enough to guarantee a 12th term for Owens in his heavily Democratic, majority-African American district, where primary victory is tantamount to election.
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Special House Elections 2003-2004
So far, so good for the Democrats in 2004, as they have begun the congressional election year with three straight special election victories, two of them pick ups of formerly Republican seats. Their last win July 20 in the North Carolina 1st District was the only one on friendly terrain, as the Democrat-to-Democrat handoff went smoothly in a majority-African-American district that Al Gore had carried by 15 percentage points in the last presidential election. No other special House elections are scheduled before the close of the 108th Congress.
Special elections are conducted in a variety of ways, depending on the state. In some cases, party primaries are held first, with the winners (and any independent or third-party candidates) facing off in a decisive second round. In all three special elections this year, however, party leaders in each district picked the nominees and a single election followed. 
